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Foreword

The United States Air Force reached its nadir during the opening two years
of the Rolling Thunder air campaign in North Vietnam. Never had the Air Force
operated with so many restraints and to so little effect. These pages are painful
but necessary reading for all who care about the nation's military power.

Jacob Van Staaveren wrote this book in the 1970s near the end of his distin-
guished government service, which began during the occupation of Japan; the
University of Washington Press published his book on that experience in 1995.
He was an Air Force historian in Korea during the Korean War, and he began
to write about the Vietnam War while it was still being fought. His volume on
the air war in Laos was declassified and published in 1993. Now this volume
on the air war in North Vietnam has also been declassified and is being pub-
lished for the first time. Although he retired to McMinnville, Oregon, a num-
ber of years ago, we asked him to review the manuscript and make any changes
that seemed warranted. For the most part, this is the book he wrote soon after
the war.

Readers of this volume will also want to read the sequel, Wayne Thompson's
To Hanoi and Back: The U. S. Air Force and North Vietnam, 1966—1973, which
tells the more encouraging story of how the Air Force employed airpower to far
greater effect using a combination of better doctrine, tactics, technology, and
training.

RICHARD P. HALLION
Air Force Historian
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GRADUAL FAILURE

THE AIR WAR OVER NORTH VIETNAM
1965-1966



Introduction

Of the many facets of the American war in Southeast Asia debated by U.S.
authorities in Washington, by the military services and the public, none has
proved more controversial than the air war against North Vietnam. The air war’s
inauguration with the nickname Rolling Thunder followed an eleven-year
American effort to induce communist North Vietnam to sign a peace treaty
without openly attacking its territory. Thus, Rolling Thunder was a new mili-
tary program in what had been a relatively low-key attempt by the United
States to “win” the war within South Vietnam against insurgent communist Viet
Cong forces, aided and abetted by the north.

The present volume covers the first phase of the Rolling Thunder campaign
from March 1965 to late 1966. It begins with a description of the planning and
execution of two initial limited air strikes, nicknamed Flaming Dart I and II.
The Flaming Dart strikes were carried out against North Vietnam in February
1965 as the precursors to a regular, albeit limited, Rolling Thunder air program
launched the following month. Before proceeding with an account of Rolling
Thunder, its roots are traced in the events that compelled the United States to
adopt an anti-communist containment policy in Southeast Asia after the defeat
of French forces by the communist Vietnamese in May 1954.

The Geneva Agreements of July 1954 formally ended the first Indochina war,
but led to a Vietnam divided into a communist north and a noncommunist south,
with the United States committed to ensuring that the latter had the political and
military strength to defend itself. The United States encountered intractable dif-
ficulties in establishing a viable new nation in a South Vietnam wracked by
chronic social, political, and military instability and poor leadership, all aggra-
vated by an incipient Viet Cong insurgency within its borders. Despite these
problems, Washington authorities believed that this policy of communist con-
tainment had to be won first in South Vietnam, whose defense required ever-
increasing numbers of American forces for training, counterinsurgency and reg-
ular military operations from all branches of the armed services. Many in
Washington feared possible intervention by communist China or the Soviet
Union, the main military suppliers of the north, if the war was extended to North
Vietnam proper. It was a fear not shared by Air Force and Navy leaders, who
believed that the conflict could be won only by vigorously striking the north and
who were confident that the risk of intervention by the two large communist
powers was minimal.

American policy included attempts to stabilize Laos, one of the former
Indochina states, by very limited air and covert ground actions, while sending
Air Force and Navy air strikes to stem the flow of North Vietnamese troops and
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The Republic F~105 Thunderchief was the Air Force aircraft used most often
in bombing missions over North Vietnam. Originally designed as a tactical
nuclear bomber, it was big, tough, and carried a large load of munitions.

supplies through southern Laos and into South Vietnam to bolster the Viet
Cong insurgency there. These limited air actions, with nicknames like Barrel
Roll and Steel Tiger, also represented attempts to “signal” the North Vietnamese
government of stronger U.S. military action unless it desisted from its efforts to
destabilize South Vietnam with its continued support for the Viet Cong.

Meanwhile, an emboldened communist north began instigating major hos-
tile “incidents,” which forced Washington to modify its military strategy of
confining the war largely to South Vietnam. Most important was an attack on
a U.S. Navy patrol in the Gulf of Tonkin in August 1964, resulting in the first
air strike on the north, and the enactment by the U.S. Congress of a “Tonkin
Gulf Resolution” empowering the U.S. President to take whatever action he
deemed necessary to prevent further communist aggression in Southeast Asia.
Then in late 1964 and early 1965, three more attacks on American and
Vietnamese military installations in South Vietnam led to the retaliatory
Flaming Dart air attacks on the north.

In March 1965, Washington inaugurated a highly restricted and carefully
controlled series of numbered Rolling Thunder air programs against the north.
Conducted by U.S. Air Force and Navy carrier aircraft with the small
Vietnamese Air Force making “token” air strikes, Washington dictated the num-
ber of combat sorties that could be flown and the number, type and location of
targets that could be struck. Avoiding civilian casualties was emphasized repeat-
edly. Sometimes alone, and frequently with the Navy, Air Force leaders
attempted—without success—to persuade Washington authorities that the
regime would only be brought to the negotiating table by a more robust attack
on all of the north’s industrial sites, logistic centers, road and rail network, port
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A destroyed bridge on an
infiltration route in Laos.

facilities, and by mining the harbors. When they failed to convince Washington,
Air Force and Navy units nonetheless carried out their Rolling Thunder mission
within the tight constraints imposed from home. This included an adjustment to
a highly complex air command and control system in the Southeast Asia theater.
The system consisted of an Army-controlled Military Assistance Command in
Saigon, and a Navy-controlled Pacific Command in Honolulu, with the com-
manders of each having considerable air authority, in contrast to a single air
commander having overall control of all air operations in a war theater as Air
Force doctrine specified.

As the air campaign against the north gradually expanded and the permissi-
ble targeting area moved northward incrementally towards Hanoi-Haiphong and
the Chinese border, the Air Force used a variety of specially equipped aircraft—
such as F—-100Fs, RB-66Bs, RB-66Cs, and EC-121Ds—to locate and/or neu-
tralize the hundreds of enemy radar-controlled antiaircraft guns and Soviet-built
SA-2 surface-to-air missile sites that appeared in the spring of 1965 around the
north’s industrial areas, key logistic centers, and road and rail routes. Air Force
fighters had to engage in aerial battles with MiGs as the Soviet-built fighters
began to challenge strike aircraft. The Air Force and the Navy adjusted their aer-
ial tactics as a consequence of Washington’s tight combat constraints while
devising navigational safeguards after occasional violations of Chinese air
space.

Even as they approved the Rolling Thunder program, many in Washington
believed “air power” could never win the war in the north. Still, they expected
the air strikes, in conjunction with ongoing American military action against
the Viet Cong in South Vietnam and southern Laos, to inflict sufficient “pain”
on the Hanoi regime to force it to negotiate. When this goal was not immedi-
ately realized, Washington embarked upon—over the objections of military
commanders—a vigorous “negotiating strategy” to convince the Hanoi regime
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Lockheed EC-121 Constellations at Tan Son
Nhut Air Base, South Vietnam, in 1965.

it could not win the war. To persuade Hanoi to begin “talks”, Washington
declared bombing halts. One, lasting five days in May 1965, was part of a
diplomatic initiative code-named Mayflower; the second, lasting thirty-seven
days in late 1965 and early 1966, was part of a diplomatic initiative code-
named Marigold. Both efforts failed to persuade Hanoi to begin discussions to
end the war.

With Washington’s negotiating strategy in recess—although “peace feelers”
continued with the help of other nations—Rolling Thunder resumed, initially
with more restrictions than before, but these restrictions were slowly relaxed in
the first half of 1966 to permit the Air Force and Navy to strike more northerly
targets. However, most air combat and combat support sortie constraints
remained. All the while, losses of aircraft, pilots and other aircrew mounted
because of the ferocity of the north’s growing arsenal of antiaircraft guns, auto-
matic weapons and SA—2 missiles, many of which could not be struck because
of their proximity to the Hanoi-Haiphong area and the Chinese border. In
permitted bombing areas, the Air Force and Navy deployed more sophisticated
armament, such as the Air Force’s newest Wild Weasel F-105Fs with the
Navy’s improved Shrike AGM—45 air-to-surface missiles, to attack or neutral-
ize Soviet-built SA-2 SAM sites whose numbers continued to increase.

Finally, the Joint Chiefs of Staff and commanders in the field succeeded in
obtaining Washington’s approval to strike the principal petroleum, oil and
lubrication (POL) storage sites in North Vietnam. These operations, beginning
on June 29 and ending in October with many sites destroyed or damaged, raised
hopes briefly they would measurably reduce the flow of North Vietnamese
troops and supplies into South Vietnam. The impact of the POL attacks was
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A North Vietnamese military
barracks area after an Air
Force F-105 attack with
750-pound bombs.

diminished, however, by the long delay in authorizing them, which gave the
Hanoi regime time to disperse its POL supplies in barrels throughout towns and
villages that Washington had exempted from bombing to avoid civilian casual-
ties. In addition, Soviet ships had begun offloading POL onto barges lest the
Navy mine Haiphong harbor and other ports.

After the failure of POL strikes to slow to any appreciable degree the
movement of the north’s supplies—logistic and road and rail repair personnel
by now numbered several hundred thousand—or to bring the Hanoi regime to
the negotiating table, Washington approved a new “barrier strategy” for reduc-
ing communist infiltration through southern Laos and the demilitarized zone.
This would include air support and the use of special mines and sensors. Con-
currently, Washington asked the military services to study ways to make the
Rolling Thunder program more effective and to reduce aircraft attrition. The
substance of the Air Force and the Joint Staff replies was that while bad
weather, antiaircraft fire, and other factors hindered Rolling Thunder operations,
only by striking all remaining significant targets in the north and by mining
its harbors could aircraft losses be reduced and victory be assured in the con-
flict. Washington remained unswayed in its belief, however, that an all-out air
campaign against the north and the mining of its harbors not only could not win
the war, but threatened a serious military confrontation with communist China,
the Soviet Union, or both.



Dependents leaving South Vietnam in February 1965.



CHAPTER 1
Flaming Dart

At approximately two in the morning of February 7, 1965, a small band of
Viet Cong (VC) insurgents, numbering between six and ten men, breached the
last strands of barbed wire protecting the small U.S. Advisory Detachment of
II Corps, popularly known as the MACV compound, about 4.5 kilometers north
of Pleiku in the central highlands of South Vietnam. Entering the compound,
they placed several small demolition charges with delay fuses of four to five
seconds along the north wall of the main building and against the entrance gate.
A U.S. sentry, Jesse Pyle, who was on duty in a sandbagged area near a billet,
moved to investigate. Suddenly a charge four feet away exploded prematurely,
mortally wounding Pyle. Proceeding with their stealthy attack, the Viet Cong
quickly detonated three more charges, which blasted off the entrance gate, hit
a mess office, and tore a hole through the roof of the main building. They threw
sixteen more charges through the damaged wall and windows of the building,
then sprayed it with fire from 7.62-mm automatic weapons. In the attack,
which lasted from ten to fifteen minutes, the Viet Cong killed Pyle and
wounded twenty-four other Americans and destroyed five rooms and damaged
twelve more. There were no Vietnamese casualties.

Almost simultaneously, about 6.5 kilometers distant but still close to Pleiku,
two small assault teams consisting of five to six Viet Cong and each armed
with demolition charges and 81-mm mortars, entered the runway and aircraft
parking area at Camp Holloway, the headquarters of the U.S. Army’s 52d
Aviation Battalion. One team placed demolition charges on the landing gear
and under the fuselages of several aircraft while the other broke through a
barbed wire fence near the helicopter ramp and placed charges on helicopter
skis. As the charges exploded, the Viet Cong fired their mortars at nearby bil-
lets, engulfing them in flame and mortar fragments. This assault, which also
lasted between ten and fifteen minutes, caused much greater carnage than the
one at the MACV compound: 7 American soldiers were killed and 104 were
wounded. Again, there were no Vietnamese casualties. On or near the airfield,
five Army UH-1B helicopters had been reduced to smoldering ruins. The toll
of major or minor damage further included eleven UH-1B helicopters, two
CV=2 transports, three O—1F forward air control (FAC) aircraft, and one
Vietnamese air force (VNAF) O—1F stationed temporarily at the airfield.

At about the same time, near the coastal town of Tuy Hoa, the Viet Cong fired
81-mm mortars into villages and two gas storage tanks near a VNAF airstrip,
destroying the tanks. A fourth attack was carried out on a village about fifteen
miles northeast of Nha Trang. No Americans were injured in the last two incidents.

At the MACV compound and Camp Holloway, the scenes of the major
assaults, the Americans responded immediately with firearms and search but
they were not able to capture any of the infiltrators. A postaction report attributed
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President Lyndon B. Johnson.

the surprising and successful onslaught chiefly to lack of vigilance on the
part of security units of the South Vietnamese Army (popularly known as
ARVN, for the Army of Vietnam) in the Pleiku area. While officially the chief
guarantor of safety for American installations, the ARVN’s habitual state of
undermanning and low level of alertness were further diminished by the week-
long Lunar New Year Tet celebrations that had ended the previous day. Another
factor was the attitude of the populace of Pleiku Province. Consisting largely
of Montagnard tribal groups whose loyalties were to family and tribe rather
than to the Saigon government or to the Viet Cong, they were not inclined to
sound an alarm.'

The United States Considers a Reprisal Attack

It was the afternoon of February 6, 1965, in Washington when news of the
Viet Cong depredations at the MACV compound and Camp Holloway reached
the White House. Faced with this last and most serious in a chain of “signifi-
cant” Viet Cong “incidents,” President Lyndon B. Johnson braced for renewed
pressure from some of his advisers to conduct an air strike on North Vietnam
in reprisal. When he learned of the extent of devastation at Pleiku, he ordered
a meeting of the National Security Council (NSC) for 7:45 that evening.’

Meanwhile, the President awaited further reports from American officials in
Saigon. By coincidence, his special adviser on National Security Affairs,
McGeorge Bundy, was in the South Vietnamese capital assessing the faltering
military and political fortunes of the Saigon government with Ambassador
Maxwell D. Taylor, Deputy Ambassador U. Alexis Johnson, and Gen. William
C. Westmoreland, Commander of the U.S. Military Assistance Command,
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Vietnam (COMUSMACYV). Bundy’s recommendation, endorsed by Taylor,
Johnson, and Westmoreland, was that the two attacks at Pleiku called for an
immediate air riposte on North Vietnam.’

Despite the unanimity of views in Saigon, the President and some of his
advisers were apprehensive. On February 4, a few days before the assault at
Pleiku, Soviet Premier Alexei N. Kosygin, arrived in Hanoi accompanied by
military and economic advisers. It was assumed, and soon confirmed, that the
Soviets would offer more aid to North Vietnam. Their presence in the capital
prompted American officials to delay and then cancel a special patrol by the
U.S. Seventh Fleet, planned earlier and nicknamed De Soto, off the coast of
North Vietnam, and to order the Coral Sea and the Hancock, two of three
Seventh Fleet carriers, to “stand down” from a “fully alert” status and head for
the American naval base at Subic Bay in the Philippines. Only the carrier
Ranger was instructed to remain “on alert” at the Yankee Station area in the
Gulf of Tonkin off the North Vietnamese coast. The main purpose of the De
Soto patrol, normally a one-destroyer type of operation to collect electronic
intelligence and harass the North Vietnamese,* was to make a “show of force”
and elicit a military response that might justify a retaliatory air strike by the
United States. In preparation for this eventuality, at the request of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff (JCS), the Commander in Chief, Pacific Command (CINCPAC)
had compiled a list of North Vietnamese targets. It contained three strike
options for Seventh Fleet carrier aircraft and for Pacific Air Force (PACAF)
aircraft based in South Vietnam and Thailand.*

The NSC members and attendees who assembled with the President on
February 6 to review the attack on American installations at Pleiku included
Robert S. McNamara, the Secretary of Defense; Gen. Earle G. Wheeler, Chair-
man of the JCS; George Ball, Under Secretary of State (sitting in for the absent
Secretary, Dean Rusk); senate majority leader, Mike Mansfield; and house
speaker John McCormack. General Wheeler unequivocally urged a quick
reprisal air strike on the north. His recommendation was supported by and had
been made repeatedly in previous months by all of the service chiefs, especially
by Gen. Curtis E. LeMay, the Air Force Chief of Staff who had just retired.t The
service chiefs were convinced that air strikes against the Hanoi regime were the
quickest way to arrest the political and military decline of the Saigon govern-
ment. Other advisers, particularly McNamara and Rusk, had insisted that
Saigon’s military and political problems should be ameliorated before an air
program was begun against the northern adversaries. The magnitude of the Viet
Cong’s attack at Pleiku forcibly changed opinions.

* De Soto patrols had been conducted infrequently by the Seventh Fleet off the North
Vietnamese coast since April 1962.

T Gen. John P. McConnell succeeded Gen. LeMay on February 1, 1965.
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Gen. Curtis E. LeMay,
Air Force Chief of Staff,
1961-1965.

With the strongly supportive views of Bundy, Taylor, and Westmoreland
before them, the NSC members and attendees now agreed that a reprisal air
strike was mandatory. Senator Mansfield alone was not persuaded. He feared
that an air strike on the north might trigger a war with China or heal Sino-
Soviet disputes. In the President’s opinion, the senator offered no alternative
American response to the attack at Pleiku. The NSC conferees were heartened
by the latest U.S. intelligence assessment that China would not intervene in the
war unless the United States invaded the north or the Hanoi regime was in dan-
ger of being overthrown. Encouraged by the call for action by his principal
officials in Saigon and Washington, the President concurred. For the chief
executive, the hour was a dramatic one for intelligence assurances could not
completely dispel lingering uncertainties concerning the way in which the
communist countries would respond to the proposed air strike. The President
later recalled:’

As we talked, there was an electric tension in the air. Everyone in the
room was deadly serious as he considered the possible consequence of
this decision. Each man around the table knew how crucial such action
could be. How would Hanoi react? Would the Chinese Communists use
it as a pretext for involving themselves? What about Kosygin and the
Russians in Hanoi?

From the original three-option target list compiled by CINCPAC, the President
selected four targets in southern North Vietnam associated with communist infil-
tration into the south, and directed U.S. aircraft to hit three and the Vietnamese air
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force (VNAF) to strike one. The importance of VNAF participation in action
against the north to demonstrate U.S.-Vietnamese solidarity of purpose had been
stressed by Ambassador Taylor and General Westmoreland in earlier planning.

In addition to strike options, the target list prepared for the Air Force and
Navy contained the approximate number of aircraft required for “strike” and
“cover” for each of seven targets (figure 1).°

Figure 1

Rolling Thunder Sorties, Ordnance, and Targets, March—June 1965

JCS No. of No. of
Target Name of Target Strike Flak/CAP Service
No. A/C A/C
Option |
33 Dong Hoi Barracks 24 16 CINTC -
PACFLT
36 Vit Thu Lu Army Barracks24 12 CINC -
PACFLT
39 Chap Le Barracks 40 16 CINCPACAF
Option II?
24 Chanh Hoi Barracks 28 24 CINZC -
PACFLT
32  Vu Con Barracks 10 12 CINCPACAF
Option llI®

aTo include Option I targets
b To include Option I and II targets

The target list was easily adjusted to include Vietnamese aircraft.
CINCPAC's operational order accompanying the list for a possible reprisal air
attack triggered by the De Soto patrol was nicknamed Flaming Dart.* The
name was retained to meet the crisis occasioned by the Viet Cong’s attack at
Pleiku.” Notwithstanding the weeks and months of planning to prepare for an

* Redesignated Flaming Dart I soon thereafter.
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President Johnson meets with advisers, (from left) Maxwell D. Taylor,
Ambassador to South Vietnam; Secretary of State Dean Rusk;
Johnson; and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara.

air attack, as the hour grew near, Air Force, Navy, and VNAF commanders pos-
sessed an inadequate picture of the assigned targets. There had been no tactical
reconnaissance of North Vietnam thus far and, to ensure maximum surprise,
none was ordered prior to the impending strike. The only photos available were
those taken by high altitude SAC Trojan Horse U-2 aircraft.**

Flaming Dart 1

It was nearly midday on February 7 when the President’s order, sent by the
JCS to Admiral U.S.G. Sharp, CINCPAC in Honolulu, reached the principal Air
Force and Navy commanders in Southeast Asia. Sharp’s command chain for the
Navy consisted of Admiral Thomas H. Moorer, Commander, Pacific Fleet
(CINCPACFLT) who was also in Honolulu, and Rear Admiral Joseph W.
Williams, Commander, Seventh Fleet (COMSEVENTHFLT) who was located in
the coastal waters off South and North Vietnam. The command chain for the Air
Force began with Gen. Hunter Harris, Jr., Commander, Pacific Air Forces
(CINCPACAF) in Honolulu. Under General Harris was Maj. Gen. Sam Maddux,
Jr., Commander, Thirteenth Air Force at Clark AB, Philippines. Subordinate to
General Maddux was Maj. Gen. Joseph H. Moore, Jr., Commander, 2d Air

* Regular U-2 missions in Southeast Asia began in February 1964 (see Chapter 2).
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USS Ticonderoga

Division at Tan Son Nhut Air Base, Saigon. The 2d Air Division, which was also
a component command of General Westmoreland’s MACV headquarters, was
removed temporarily from COMUSMACYV by Admiral Sharp, who had com-
mand and control authority for U.S. air operations in North Vietnam and Laos, so
that Sharp would be able to notify U.S. and VNAF aircraft of the impending
Flaming Dart strike through his subordinate PACAF and PACFLT commanders.
Sharp assigned coordinating authority to General Harris, a task that was soon
further delegated to General Moore in Saigon. The carriers Coral Sea and
Hancock reversed course to take up their positions at Yankee Station, the nick-
name for the area in the Gulf of Tonkin where the carriers prepared for a strike
on the north.’

Sharp’s operational order called for Air Force F-105s based in Thailand to
hit the Chap Le barracks, and the Navy’s carrier aircraft to strike the Vit Thu
Lu and Dong Hoi barracks.' As a precautionary measure, the JCS directed cer-
tain commanders in the United States and Asia to alert their air and ground
units for possible deployment to Southeast Asia or nearby Pacific bases: ten
tactical fighter squadrons from the Commander in Chief, Strike Command
(CINCSTRIKE); thirty B—52s for conventional bombing from the Commander
in Chief, Strategic Air Command (CINCSAC); and the Marine airbase defense
battalions based in Okinawa, two Marine amphibious groups, and the Army’s
173d Airborne Brigade from CINCPAC."

The first U.S. aircraft were scheduled to hit their targets at about three in the
afternoon Saigon time. However, with the onset of the northeast monsoon,
which each year from mid-October to mid-March battered the coastal and delta
regions from about 12 degrees north in South Vietnam northward into North
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An A—4 on the
deck of the
USS Hancock.

Vietnam and made for poor flying weather, General Moore was forced to can-
cel the scheduled Farm Gate* air strikes by the Air Force and VNAF on Chap
Le and Vu Con respectively. The Vit Thu Lu barracks, one of two Navy targets,
was also scrubbed due to bad weather after a fleet of thirty-four aircraft had
been launched from the attack carrier Ranger. The second Navy target at Dong
Hoi was struck, however. Lying slightly north of the demilitarized zone (DMZ)
that divided North and South Vietnam, the target area consisted of 275 barracks
and administrative buildings and housed 12,500 troops of North Vietnam’s
352d Division as well as four other battalions.

Supported by twenty other aircraft, twenty-nine A—4s were launched from
the carriers Coral Sea and Hancock and briefly blasted the barracks with 250-
pound bombs, 2.75-inch rockets, and a few Zunis. The JCS had prohibited the
use of napalm. Subsequent bomb damage assessment (BDA) showed sixteen
buildings destroyed and six damaged. The Flaming Dart strike was not without
penalty: apparently on the alert for air strike, the North Vietnamese downed
one A—4E with pilot and damaged seven other aircraft with antiaircraft and
small arms fire."

Although the JCS and the service commanders in Honolulu and Saigon
wished to continue the air strikes, the President held his decision in abeyance.
At eight o’clock on the morning of February 8, he again conferred with the
NSC to determine whether the three targets that had not been struck should be

* Farm Gate was the name for the Air Force personnel and aircraft that deployed to South
Vietnam in 1961. Based at Bien Hoa AB, the original purpose was training of South
Vietnamese, but Farm Gate began to conduct combat missions more frequently as the war
intensified. Flown by U.S. Air Force pilots, the aircraft carried South Vietnamese insignia
and had a South Vietnamese crew member on each flight.
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F-102s at
Tan Son Nhut
Air Base, 1966.

attacked. The NSC consensus was “no” and he agreed. “We all felt,” the
President recalls, “that a second daytime strike by U.S. planes might give Hanoi
and Moscow the impression that we had begun a sustained air offensive.” But
mindful of the importance Ambassador Taylor and General Westmoreland
attached to VNAF participation in attacks on the north, he authorized the
VNAF to strike its originally scheduled target, the Vu Con barracks. The
Vietnamese government concurred.”

Bad weather once more foreclosed an attack at Vu Con, so a weather alter-
nate was chosen, the Chap Le barracks near Vinh Linh, which had initially been
earmarked for the Air Force. The area was a suspected enemy center for radio
communications, coding, training, and liaison activities, and consisted of about
140 barracks and administration structures for North Vietnam’s 270th
Regiment with approximately 6,500 troops. The JCS order emphasized the
importance of a successful first strike by the VNAF. To ensure its success, the
service chiefs directed Farm Gate and other aircraft to provide navigational
assistance, flak suppression, combat air patrol (CAP), reconnaissance, and rescue.
Farm Gate pilots were directed to replace the VNAF markings on their aircraft,
which had signified their combat training role in South Vietnam, with USAF
insignia. They would carry no Vietnamese “student” pilots.

In preparation for the strike on Chap Le, an armada consisting of fifty-five
aircraft from the VNAF, Farm Gate, and the U.S. Air Force assembled at Da
Nang in northern South Vietnam. It included F—100 Super Sabres of the 90th
Tactical Fighter Squadron (TFS) of the 3d Tactical Fighter Wing (TFW) which
arrived on February 8 from Clark Air Base, the Philippines. The twenty-six A—1Hs
from the VNAF were led by Air Vice Marshal Nguyen Cao Ky, the VNAF com-
mander. Upon reaching the target area at 1530 Saigon time, the Skyraiders
dropped 260 500-pound general-purpose bombs on the barracks. Air Force air-
craft provided support in the form of six Farm Gate A—1Es, three RF—101s, six
F-102s, and twenty F—100s, principally to provide BDA, cover for rescue, and
flak suppression. Although JCS guidance directed only the VNAF to attack the
target, the Farm Gate A—1Es of the 34th Tactical Group, led by Lt. Col. Andrew
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H. Chapman, flew an unscheduled strike to ensure the success of the VNAF mis-
sion. Behind the VNAF aircraft, Farm Gate pilots hit portions of the Chap Le
barracks, while supporting F-100s flying in an antiflak role dumped about
30,000 pounds of ordnance on enemy antiaircraft sites. This was the first Air
Force strike on North Vietnam and the only time when A—1E Skyraiders were
used against the north.

Although visibility was good, the first VNAF-Farm Gate effort inflicted rel-
atively little damage on the Chap Le barracks, destroying nine buildings and
damaging thirteen. This was roughly 16 percent of the 140 buildings in the
area, well below the 68 percent destruction and damage figure that was hoped
for considering the size of the ordnance loads. In a poststrike assessment,
Colonel Chapman said the VNAF erred by splitting its forces so that it became
impossible to achieve total target destruction.

For their part, North Vietnamese gunners penalized the VNAF by shooting
down one A—1H with pilot, who was quickly rescued, and damaging sixteen
other Skyraiders, chiefly with 30- and 50-caliber small arms fire. Only one of
Colonel Chapman’s A—1Es suffered damage, a hole in the right wing flap
caused by a 30-caliber shot.™

The announcement by Washington of the U.S. and Vietnamese reprisal air
strikes elicited reaction from abroad and at home. As the strikes began, a White
House statement charged Hanoi with the Viet Cong attacks at Pleiku and else-
where, because it had taken “a more aggressive course of action against South
Vietnam and American installations,” and Americans assisting the South
Vietnamese people to defend their freedoms. “We have no choice now,” ran the
statement, “but to clear the decks and make absolutely clear our continued
determination to back South Vietnam in its fight to maintain its independence.”
Simultaneously, the President announced that all American dependents (num-
bering about 1,800) would be withdrawn from South Vietnam and that a Marine
Hawk air defense battalion would reinforce the air defense of the important Da
Nang Air Base.”

In an emotionally charged televised news conference on February 7,
Secretary McNamara characterized the Viet Cong attacks as “a test and chal-
lenge to which the United States could not fail to respond without misleading
the North Vietnamese of the American strength and purpose.” He charged that
captured documents and prisoner of war reports showed how Hanoi stepped up
infiltration. Twice the number of infiltrators entered the south in 1964 com-
pared with 1963, he said, and intelligence sources indicated that the attacks at
Pleiku, Tuy Hoa, and Nha Trang were “ordered and directed, and masterminded
directly from Hanoi.”"

The next day, before a Boy Scout delegation in the Capitol, the President
stressed the dangers of miscalculating the character and strength of young
Americans, adding: “We shall take up any challenge ... answer any threat... pay
any price...to make certain freedom shall not perish from this earth.”"’
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Da Nang Air Base, 1965.

Communist reaction to the Flaming Dart strikes was defiant. The Hanoi
government denounced the air attacks as “a new and utterly grave act of war,”
for which the United States “must bear full responsibility for all consequences
arising from its aggressive and war-seeking policy in this area.”® In Peking,
one million Chinese reportedly demonstrated against the United States."” In
Moscow, a mob of about 2,000, led by Asian and Russian students, attacked the
American Embassy;® and in separate statements the Chinese and Soviet gov-
ernments vowed that they would not fail to aid North Vietnam.” A few days
later, U Thant, Secretary General of the United Nations, attempted to dampen
the fire of escalated warfare. He called on all parties in the conflict “to move
from the field of battle to the conference table,” inside or outside the United
Nations, and to refrain from any new acts that could lead to further expansion
of the conflict.”

In Washington on the morning of February 8§, the President met with NSC
members to assess domestic and foreign reaction to Flaming Dart, and to
review a report prepared by McGeorge Bundy and his group following their con-
ferences with Ambassador Taylor and General Westmoreland. Bundy’s report
provided a rationale for continuing the air strikes. It characterized the internal
situation in South Vietnam as “grim” and “deteriorating,” and warned that
without new U.S. measures defeat appeared “inevitable” within a year or so. To
halt the military and political decline, the report proposed a “graduated and
continuing reprisal” against North Vietnam:
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Gen. William C. Westmoreland,
Commander, U.S. Military
Assistance Command, Vietnam.

We believe that the best available way of increasing our chance of suc-
cess in Vietnam is the development and execution of a policy of sustained
reprisal against North Vietnam policy in which air and naval action
against the north is justified by and related to the whole Viet Cong cam-
paign of violence and terror in the south.

The report stopped short of recommending an all-out air campaign:

[The] reprisal policy should begin at a low level. Its level of force and
pressure should be increased only gradually and as indicated above it
should be decreased if VC terror visibly decreases. The object would not
be to “win” an air war against Hanoi but rather to influence the course of
struggle in the south.

The NSC endorsed the report unanimously. However, Bundy and some of
the President’s other advisers remained sharply divided regarding the pace and
purpose of the initial air strikes. While he agreed with Bundy that the strikes
should begin gradually, Ambassador Taylor believed that their ultimate objec-
tive should be to force North Vietnam to “cease its intervention” in South
Vietnam. The Joint Chiefs, particularly General McConnell, the Air Force
Chief of Staff, favored a series of air strikes that would begin vigorously and
would knock the Hanoi regime out of the war.”

President Johnson adopted the gradual approach favored by Taylor and
Bundy. On the same day, February 7, he informed the Ambassador that he
planned to begin a program of “continuing action” against the north “with
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Farm Gate aircraft at Bien Hoa Air Base in 1962: on the right,
a T-28; next to it, a B-26; and in the background, a row of T—6s.

modifications up and down in tempo and scale in light of your recommenda-
tions...and our own continuing review of the situation.” He asked the
Ambassador to inform key South Vietnamese leaders of his thinking and his
hope that the United States could work out its plans and actions with a unified
and operating government.*

The President did not specify when the graduated strike program would
begin, but on February 10, the tenacious Viet Cong again forced his hand. That
evening (Saigon time), they bombed an American Army enlisted men’s bar-
racks at Qui Nhon, about 80 miles east of Pleiku, killing twenty-three
Americans and wounding twenty-one, and killing seven Vietnamese. President
Johnson again summoned the NSC. After reviewing the details of the attack,
McNamara, the JCS, and General Westmoreland (from Saigon) all urged
another prompt retaliatory air strike. However, some NSC attendees, notably
Under Secretary of State George Ball and Ambassador Llewellyn Thompson,
suggested that it be postponed until after Soviet Premier Kosygin had left
Hanoi. Vice President Hubert Humphrey expressed “mixed emotions” about a
fast response. After weighing the arguments, the President determined that
another air strike was necessary. In deference to Kosygin’s presence in Hanoi,
the President deleted a bridge target only seventy-five miles south of the North
Vietnamese capital.”

The strike order, again relayed by an execute message from the JCS to
CINCPAC, contained two primary targets, the Chanh Hoi and the Vu Con bar-
racks, and two alternate targets to allow for bad weather, the Dong Hoi and Chap
Le barracks areas. All were in the southernmost part of North Vietnam. In the
operational order to his subordinate commanders, CINCPAC nicknamed the
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upcoming assault Flaming Dart I and designated Navy air to strike the barracks
at Chanh Hoi and the VNAF to attack Vu Con. As in the first strike, the Air
Force’s Farm Gate unit was directed to fly cover for the VNAF. Last-minute
changes in the target selection process, mostly in Washington, created havoc
with planning at PACOM, PACAF, Thirteenth Air Force, MACYV, and 2d Air
Division headquarters. The 2d Air Division was again responsible for coordi-
nating joint operations by the Navy, the Air Force, and the VNAF. At the same
time, the JCS directed four and one half Air Force tactical squadrons to deploy
to Southeast Asia on February 10.%**

Flaming Dart 11

The Flaming Dart II strike was not launched until late on February 11
Saigon time and, as noted, it was again principally a U.S. Navy and VNAF oper-
ation. Ninety-seven Navy aircraft, of which seventy-one had a strike role, left
the carriers Coral Sea, Hancock, and Ranger for Chanh Hoi. They hit the area
at two forty in the afternoon. About two hours later, twenty-eight VNAF A—1H
Skyraiders carried out a second strike on Chap Le barracks, supported by
thirty-two USAF aircraft, mostly F—100s flying flak suppression and combat
air patrol and RF—101s. The attack at Vu Con had again been postponed due to
poor weather. The Skyraiders dropped about 168 260-pound fragmentation
bombs, an equal number of 250-pound fragmentation bombs, and an equal
number of 250-pound general-purpose bombs on the target area. In their sup-
porting role, the Air Force F-100s struck several enemy antiaircraft sites con-
taining 37-mm and 57-mm guns.”’

As with Flaming Dart I, the task of coordinating the strike was immensely
complex for General Moore’s 2d Air Division headquarters. MACV exercised
operational control of Air Force activities in South Vietnam but, as noted ear-

* The deployments consisted of one squadron each of F—100 Super Sabres and F—105
Thunderchiefs from Japan and Okinawa respectively to Da Nang AB, South Vietnam; two
similar squadrons to the Thai airbases at Takhli and Korat; eight B-57s from Clark AB in
the Philippines to Bien Hoa AB, South Vietnam. Less than 24 hours later, the JCS ordered
the Strategic Air Command (SAC) to deploy thirty B—52s of the 2d and 320th Bomb Wings
at Barksdale AFB, Louisiana, and Mather AFB, California, all modified for conventional
warfare, to Andersen AFB, Guam, and to deploy thirty KC—135 refueling tankers of the
913th and 904th Refueling Squadrons to Kadena AB, Okinawa. Nicknamed Arc Light, the
SAC Bombers were prepared to conduct high altitude, all-weather strikes against the north.
SAC airmen arrived in Guam with twenty high priority targets in their folders and com-
plete plans for attacking two of them: Phuc Yen airfield near Hanoi and a petroleum, oil,
and lubricant (POL) facility near Haiphong. However, the SAC bombers were eventually
used mainly in South Vietnam, beginning on June 18, 1965. They did not make an initial
strike on Laos until December 10, 1965, and did not strike North Vietnam until September
16, 1966
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F—105s on the ramp at Da Nang Air Base in 1966.

lier, CINCPAC possessed authority for operations in North Vietnam and Laos.
Thus, in both Flaming Dart 1 and II, control was transferred briefly from
MACYV to CINCPAC, and back to MACYV upon completion of each mission.*

The air strikes required that Navy and VNAF strikes be coordinated with Air
Force support aircraft, with the latter flying flak suppression and cover for the
A—1Es. The decision by CINCPAC to limit Air Force participation in Flaming
Dart II to support for the VNAF and not to use the newly arrived F-105
Thunderchiefs at Da Nang AB, South Vietnam, perturbed the Air Force. The
omission prompted protest from PACAF headquarters, but to no avail.”

While the decision by CINCPAC not to use USAF aircraft based in South
Vietnam could be explained as an air commander’s prerogative, it was political
considerations that compelled the JCS to order the PACOM commander not to
use USAF aircraft based in Thailand. It was disclosed later that Ambassador
Graham A. Martin in Bangkok did not request the approval of the Thai gov-
ernment to employ the aircraft for a direct strike on North Vietnam. Since on
August 7, 1964, the government had agreed to allow combat missions from its
bases if they could be “plausibly denied,” for diplomatic reasons Martin was
reluctant to approach the Thai authorities for permission. In Vientiane, Laos,
Ambassador William H. Sullivan needed the approval of the Lao government
for overflights of its territory by U.S. aircraft flying from Thai bases to strike
the north, but he was also reluctant to seek concurrence unless a specific U.S.
request to do so was received and he could explain to Lao officials the “larger
plan” of which air action would be a part.”
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Secretary of State,
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The Navy attack on the Chanh Hoi barracks destroyed approximately twenty
buildings and damaged three while the VNAF destroyed approximately eleven
buildings and damaged thirteen at Chap Le. The results were based largely on
pilot reports rather than BDA, which was poor because of smoke, haze, dust,
and low clouds in the target areas.”

Both attacks were costly. The Navy lost three aircraft (two A—4s and one
F-8). While no VNAF aircraft were lost, eighteen were damaged, and not all by
enemy groundfire: in several instances, VNAF pilots bruised their aircraft by
flying into their own bomb blasts. The Air Force experienced no losses and only
slight damage to two F—100s. As in Flaming Dart I, North Vietnamese casual-
ties were judged to be light or negligible.”

Unlike Flaming Dart I, the administration indicated that Flaming Dart II
took place in retaliation not for a single enemy attack, but for a series of Viet
Cong depredations since February 8, such as the attack at Qui Nhon, the min-
ing of and attacks on the South Vietnamese rail system, the overrunning of a
district town in Phuoc Long Province, and ambushes and assassinations of
American and South Vietnamese civilian and military officials.”

Two days after Flaming Dart II, Ambassador Taylor in Saigon asserted that
the aim of the air attacks was political rather than military. Thus, rather than try-
ing to achieve “great military effect,” the strikes were conducted to suggest the
possibility of other and “bigger forms of reaction.” American limits on air action
against North Vietnam, he said, could be “set by the behavior of the Hanoi gov-
ernment.” The objective was limited, namely “to oblige Hanoi, to persuade
Hanoi to desist in its efforts to maintain the insurgency in South Vietnam.”**
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In Washington, President Johnson had already determined that there should
be “bigger forms of reaction.” He had so informed Ambassador Taylor on the
8th, and on the 13th he issued a memorandum outlining a plan to begin regu-
lar and measured bombing of North Vietnam in the near future.”

To reassure himself that he was making the right decision, the President met
with most of his senior advisers on February 17, to listen to the views of for-
mer President Dwight D. Eisenhower who had been invited to attend the meet-
ing. Eisenhower stressed the need to contain communism in Southeast Asia and
said that, while bombing the north would not end infiltration into South
Vietnam, it would help to achieve the goal and “weaken Hanoi’s will to con-
tinue the war.” Thus American policy should shift from conducting retaliatory
strikes to a “campaign of pressure.” The former President supported all U.S.
measures to prevail, from using as many as eight U.S. divisions if necessary, to
warning the Chinese and Soviets of “dire results” (such as nuclear bombing) if
they openly intervened in the war. Secretary of State Dean Rusk strongly sup-
ported Eisenhower’s position.

On February 19, the President finally decided to begin a campaign of regu-
lar bombing of the north, though he chose not to announce it publicly for the
time being, apparently to protect his domestic programs, and to shield himself
from criticism from military “hawks” in Congress and among the public, and
an immediate sharp response from China, the Soviet Union, or both.*
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CHAPTER 2

Planning

The two Flaming Dart strikes in February 1965 ended a protracted debate
within the Johnson administration concerning the political and military risks of
bombing the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV). Although air strikes had
not been considered seriously until Premier Ngo Dinh Diem’ Saigon govern-
ment was overthrown on November 1, 1963, their desirability had been under
discussion since the late 1950s.

The discussions arose from several American concerns regarding activities
of the DRV. Initially, they focused on the materiel and moral support provided
by Hanoi to the Viet Cong in South Vietnam, and later on its support for the
communist-led Pathet Lao (PL) insurgents in Laos, who threatened the
Neutralist government in Vientiane. Hanoi’s close relationship with the Peking
and Moscow governments also gave cause for concern. Desirous of neighbors
having political policies congruent with its own, China provided a continuing
flow of military and economic aid to the DRV during the latter’s successful war
against the French in 1954, which ended with the Geneva Agreements on
Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia the same year. The Soviet Union was seeking a
foothold in Southeast Asia and was accordingly increasing its military and eco-
nomic assistance to the Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese.

Meanwhile, the United States had replaced the French as the dominant for-
eign influence in Southeast Asia after 1954, and provided South Vietnam, Laos,
and Cambodia with most of their military and economic needs. Its stake in pre-
serving the independence of the new countries was growing.

The first serious American confrontation with communists in the region
occurred in Laos in the early 1960s. To settle the internal political rivalry
between the Neutralist and the Pathet Lao factions, the United States led an
effort to stabilize Laos by means of another Geneva Agreement, eventually
signed on July 23, 1962, by fourteen nations including the United States, the
People’s Republic of China, the Soviet Union, and the United Kingdom. The
Declaration on the Neutrality of Laos, as the agreement was called officially,
recognized the existence of a coalition government of rightists, neutralists, and
communists under Premier Souvanna Phouma; it also called for the withdrawal
of all foreign troops, and forbade a neutral Laos from joining a foreign military
alliance, granting military bases, or taking other actions that could directly or
indirectly “impair the sovereignty, independence, neutrality, unity or territorial
integrity” of the country. The new Laotian Agreement would be enforced by the
International Control Commission, which had been established in 1954 to
enforce the provisions of the 1954 Geneva Accords on Indochina and consisted
of representatives from India, Canada, and Poland.'

Unfortunately, mutual suspicions and the actions of the foreign antagonists
in Laos could not be overcome. The United States withdrew its military mission
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Gen. Vang Pao,
Laotian Meo commander.

from Vientiane but quietly continued to support a Laotian guerrilla army com-
manded by Meo Gen. Vang Pao and a small neutralist military group headed by
a Capt. Kong Le. The Hanoi regime withdrew only some of the 9,000 to 10,000
men deployed in Laos. By September of 1962, an estimated 6,000 North
Vietnamese Army (NVA) troops were still encamped throughout the country
and continued to exert considerable influence over the Pathet Lao faction
headed by Prince Souphanouvong, a half-brother of Neutralist Premier
Souvanna Phouma. Although the Pathet Lao maintained a liaison mission in
Vientiane after 1962, it refused to cooperate with Souvanna’s government and,
indeed, attempted to undermine it with forays against government ground units.
As a consequence, the United States resumed its military assistance to
Vientiane, but to prevent an open breach of the 1962 agreement, the aid was
limited and unannounced.’

Paramilitary Activities and Bombing Plans

Besides the assaults of the PL-NVA on the Vientiane government,
Washington was also perturbed that Hanoi was funneling manpower and sup-
plies through southern Laos to insurgents in South Vietnam. To discourage this
activity, and to collect intelligence and harass the new communist government
in Hanoi, in 1954 the United States, in concert with the British, the French, and
other allies, began to carry out small paramilitary activities against the north.
American activities were conducted by a Sai